xxv   Causes of ^Decline of ^Ancient Civilization   361
are these two—the decline of Greek civilization in the late
Hellenistic Age, and the Roman Empire. The history of
the East is familiar with the fall of great civilizations. But
there the failure was generally due to external causes such
as foreign conquest; thus the Cassites conquered Babylonia,
and the Hyksos ruled Egypt; the Persians destroyed Assyria;
the Hittite Empire was overthrown by Thracians, and the
Phrygian kingdom by Cimmerians. Again, it often happened
that the decline was temporary and soon followed by recovery;
it was so in Egypt, for example. And further, the transfer-
ence of civilization is characteristic of the East generally:
the Assyrians inherit the culture of Babylonia, which passes
next to the Persians, and from them to the Parthians and the
Sassanian dynasty ; and the succession is uninterrupted down
«to our own time. There are longer or shorter interruptions,
but there is no definite cessation. It may be that Oriental
culture had more staying power, because its creative effort
never touched the summits attained by Greek and Roman
genius. In the East we never observe that general and per-
manent change of mental attitude which is characteristic of
the West; and the reason is probably this—that Oriental
culture was based on a definite view of religion, which sur-
vived all change of circumstances and saved men from falling
into the inaction of despair.
But the history of Western culture was different. It
belonged to small separate groups, small social and political
units, which combined to form a city-state; and in these
city-states it was still an individual thing, confined to the
select few. It was born in strife—strife against foreign foes
and strife within the state, in defence of certain ideals. The
object of the war against foreigners was political indepen-
dence ; the conflict at home was inspired by the desire for
better, more perfect, and juster conditions of life, though
each man, no doubt, had his own conception of ' justice'.
Belief in the omnipotence of man, in his reason, and in the
power of reason to solve all problems, either practical or
strictly philosophic and scientific—this belief gave inspiration
and made it possible for the best intellects to lay the founda-
tions of what we call the scientific attitude of mind. To this
was added a marvellous artistic endowment, which enabled
these men to clothe their ideals in visible forms and to produce
masterpieces of literature and art.

